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Emergency Preparedness 
in Disadvantaged Communities: 
An Interview with Dr. John Cooper
targeted at renewing the economies of rural communi-
ties in North and South Carolina that have been left 
behind by globalization.  Since then, I have taken on 
the Emergency Preparedness Demonstration Project, 
which is currently in its pilot stage in Hereford County, 
the District of Columbia, and  ve other states—VA, 
WV, PA, MD, DE.  The Project seeks to increase 
advance awareness and preparedness in disadvantaged 
communities.  
CP:  What are some of the speci c challenges facing 
disadvantaged communities in disaster response 
planning and how does the Emergency Prepared-
ness Project seek to address them?
First, it is important to note that the term “disadvan-
taged” is loaded, but it encompasses a broad range 
of groups, including poor people, elderly people, and 
physically and mentally disabled people.  These are the 
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CP:  John, thank you so much for joining us today.  
First off, can you tell us a little bit about your orga-
nization, MDC?
MDC, Inc. has been around for about 38 years, former-
ly with the name Manpower Development Corpora-
tion.  MDC has always focused on workforce devel-
opment projects and programming, but has evolved 
over the years to include other activities as well.  For 
example, we now have an education cluster working 
on research programs and policy, and we also have an 
interest in strategic philanthropy and economic devel-
opment.   
CP:  Tell our readers about your role at MDC.
When I started with MDC, I came on board as the 
Deputy Director for the Program for the Rural Caroli-
nas, a program in our economic development cluster 
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same kinds of people that we saw in so many poignant 
images after Hurricane Katrina who were left stranded 
or died inside of their homes because they could not 
get out or did not have any food.  They could not help 
themselves.  They were on the bottom-most rung of 
society and they were stuck.  Research has consis-
tently shown that these people tend to be concentrated 
together in hazard-prone areas mostly because of their 
poverty.  They are less able to prepare and recover 
from disasters because they lack access to safe living 
conditions, affordable housing, credit, savings—all the 
resources that people with more resources call on in 
the midst of crisis.  
The Emergency Preparedness Project is trying to ad-
dress the speci c problems that result from these over-
arching conditions.  For example, FEMA, the Red 
Cross, and other agencies have many kinds of disaster 
preparedness messages.  Unfortunately, many people 
do not get these messages, and those who do get them 
cannot act on them.  We are grappling with questions 
like: are people able to understand those messages?  
Are they presented in ways that people with low 
literacy can understand?  And if they understand them, 
can they act on them?  For example, some people can-
not afford to stockpile food or do not have a car.  They 
may know that they need food, or might know they 
need to evacuate, but they are unable to do anything 
about it.  The purpose of the Emergency Preparedness 
Project is to try to  gure out what can be done about 
these situations, in which people are not getting the 
messages they should be, are not understanding them, 
or are unable to act upon them.
CP:  How are the communities in which you work 
different from other communities?
These communities tend to lack the human capital, 
 nancial capital, and other basics that are required to 
successfully address disaster response issues.  People 
in these neighborhoods often have become accustomed 
to the status quo because they are not informed as to 
what is possible, and they may not believe that their 
asking questions and getting involved will really have 
an impact.  For these reasons, we try to emphasize 
even the small victories in the communities in which 
we work.  Even if people are just getting organized and 
holding meetings, that is a victory.  We try to re ect on 
where each community has come from and where it is 
now.  We try to hold up a mirror so communities can 
see how far they have come, and can maintain momen-
tum to make even greater strides in the future.
CP: What is your approach to helping disadvan-
taged communities become better prepared for 
disaster?
Essentially, our over-arching strategy is asset-based.  
We try to  nd assets that already exist in communities, 
and then build on those.  We try to discover gaps and 
opportunities in these communities, and  ll them with 
regular people—linking them  rst to assets or resourc-
es inside their communities, and then, where neces-
sary, linking them to resources outside the community.  
Within that broader strategy, our  rst approach is to 
work with partners from within the local communities.  
Obviously MDC is an outsider, so we start the process 
by identifying local partners in the community, rang-
ing from community-based organizations to elected 
of cials.  These are the folks who have the energy, ca-
pacity, and community credibility to work with us.  We 
look to partner with organizations that have a proven 
track record in each community and that can get us 
in contact with the relevant people who can move the 
work forward.
We use this approach for two reasons.  First, working 
with local partners gives MDC legitimacy in the com-
munity.  Secondly, this approach builds community 
capacity, so that when MDC leaves, the community 
retains the capacity to respond to natural disasters in 
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the future.  In many cases, consultants will work in 
local communities, prepare plans, and then pick up and 
leave when the plan is  nished, taking all of their skills 
and knowledge with them.  Our goal is leave capacity 
behind when we leave.
CP:  Once you have identi ed your partners, what 
is your next step?
Once we have our partners we try to build the right 
team.  We have two approaches.  First, we have an 
inside-out approach.  In this approach, we start with 
mid-level leaders—maybe pastors, maybe key staff in 
local economic development agencies, local leaders, 
people who have access to folks with in uence.  At 
the same time, we work with folks on the outside—the 
impoverished, the marginalized, and the disabled.
Our second approach is to take a “snapshot” of who 
lives in the community, and to make sure that we have 
representation from every segment of that community, 
including those we might not have considered without 
local knowledge.  This is another way the local partner 
is important.  In the Emergency Preparedness Project, 
we found out that we needed to include all the normal 
groups—race, religion, income—but also representa-
tives from the diabetic community.  We learned that 
North Carolina has a high percentage of diabetics liv-
ing in rural communities, and since diabetics have very 
speci c medical and transportation needs during di-
saster response, they are a vital part of community-led 
disaster response planning.  In other words, building 
a team is not as generic as it might  rst appear—you 
need to understand the speci c local dynamics and 
operate in those, by including all kinds of different 
people and dynamics in your disaster preparedness 
planning.
CP:  How does the new community team begin to 
plan for disaster response?
Once we have this assessment of the community, we 
call the appropriate folks to the table and ask them 
to come to a common understanding of what their 
disaster preparedness needs might be.  In some cases 
that might be getting people to start working on basic 
readiness.  A lot of times in low-income communi-
ties, people aren’t ready to participate.  Sometimes 
they need to understand more about the processes 
involved, or need to get to the point where they feel 
they are able to speak at equal levels with others 
around the table about readiness and community 
need.  Sometimes there can be con ict within the 
community.  In this case, we help the community 
build a common narrative about where it has come 
from, and where—collectively—it wants to go.
Once we’ve gained a basic understanding of what 
the local dynamics are, who the key players are, and 
what issues we need to overcome, we’re then able to 
train community partners to overcome their particu-
lar disaster-preparedness challenges.  We present 
data and information about what their situation is, 
discuss challenges, and then talk about vision, objec-
tives, and the strategies to achieve their vision for 
better disaster response and preparedness.  
CP:  You’ve explained how this approach leaves 
community capacity in place when you leave.  
What are the speci c disaster response activities 
that these communities will have the capacity to 
perform?   
Essentially, we teach communities to reach those 
who are on the margins, and we leave in place a plan 
to accomplish this goal, combined with knowledge 
and the capacity to implement it.  We also provide 
them with the political and technical connections 
they can call on if they need help.  In other words, 
we’ve left a foundation of support.  To make sure 
that these plans have a real impact, we place a lot of 
emphasis on follow-through.  In building our teams, 
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we strive to pick people who will carry out the strate-
gies and who want to set up accountability benchmarks 
and mechanisms.  We use outcome measures and we 
want to hold them up to examination to see if we’re 
going in the right direction, to see if what we’re doing 
is working.
In doing this, we teach communities how to bring 
people together, develop action agendas, run meet-
ings, and conduct follow-ups.  We teach them how to 
 nd out what each segment of the community needs 
in the event of an emergency.  These are important 
preliminary skills to developing an equitable disaster 
preparedness plan for these kinds of communities.  
Building on this foundation, we are able to help com-
munities develop a speci c disaster response plan.  
Standard practice in emergency preparedness has 
fourteen different functions—everything from debris 
removal to communications to sheltering.  Using the 
capacity-building skills we’ve given them, these com-
munities develop plans that encompass these fourteen 
functions, taking into account all segments of the com-
munity.
CP:  How does the MDC approach differ from 
standard practice in disaster response planning?
The MDC approach is different because we focus on 
capacity-building, equity, and inclusion.  We’re trying 
to create standard practices for including the people on 
the bottom rung, and addressing equity and diversity 
in the disaster response planning process.  It cannot be 
overstated that this will look different on the ground 
in each community in each situation.  That is why we 
must always engage local leaders in the community to 
get a real sense of what inclusion means in a particular 
community.
Though it can drag out the planning process, it is 
important to build capacity, engage folks, and stay 
transparent because it results in planning and outcomes 
that have more community buy-in.  
An additional point here is that we use community 
coaches—people who are facilitators and cheerlead-
ers—to help resolve con ict and navigate the tensions 
inherent in disaster preparedness for that low-income 
community.  This is the science of coaching.  The art 
of coaching involves the ability to capture what com-
munity members say and put it on a  ip chart.  It also 
involves being able to present information in a way 
that people in these communities can understand—be-
ing able to process and synthesize information and 
give it back to people. 
CP:  What long-term effects are you hoping to see 
in the communities where you are working?
As a result of our work, more people in every commu-
nity are aware of what they can do to protect them-
selves following a disaster.  These otherwise marginal-
ized people can now be proactive instead of reactive 
due to advance planning.  We’re reversing the central 
problem of disaster response—not thinking about a 
problem until it happens—through advance planning.
